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Dedication

For the lives lost and affected by the events that took place on December 20, 1989 (and the days that followed), in Panamá.
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Part I

El Chorrillo, Panamá

JANUARY 1990
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Chapter 1

Papá’s Letter

“Danilo, have you seen my work shirt?” Mamá asks, coming into the living room.

“Earlier, in the laundry basket,” I say, finishing the last of my juice while sitting on the sofa, “when I was digging through looking for shorts to put on this morning.”

Mamá hurries to the hallway and rushes back, holding the white laundry basket.

“Remember to lock the door as soon as I close it,” she says, flipping the basket over next to me on the sofa. “And don’t open it for anyone unless it’s Tío Beto or Tía Emilia coming down here to check on you guys.”

“Mamá, you tell me these things every time you leave. I got it,” I say.

“Oh, and don’t use the stove. Lately, it’s been taking longer to light,” she continues, as if she didn’t hear me. She slips her wrinkled green-and-blue-striped collared shirt over the tank top and black pants she’s already wearing.

“It’s late. I’m not cooking anything right now,” I remind her.

“Right,” she says, quickly walking toward the kitchen and then back into the living room. “Just remember to keep it down so you don’t wake your sister.”

It’s 9:45 p.m., and Mamá is working the night shift at the supermercado. Luckily, her market wasn’t near any of the invasion’s targets, but it did affect how she gets to work. Papá sold our car before he left for the States, so we’ve been Diablo Rojo bus riders ever since. But after the US military arrived and issued a curfew, they haven’t been running as much. So even though Mamá’s shift doesn’t start until midnight, she has to leave now to get there on time.

“What are you looking for now?” I ask.

“My shoes.”

I point to the piles of shoes near the door.

“I should have never taken that last-minute nap,” she says, sliding each foot into the shoes. They both squeak on the floor as she adjusts her feet in them.

She pulls her black hair over her shoulder and quickly braids it. “Okay, I’m off. Remember everything I said.” Mamá opens the door and then looks over at me. I see the tiredness all over her face but smile at her. She closes the door and comes over to me. Then cups my chin in her palm.

“Te amo,” she says before kissing me all over my face.

“Ugh, Maaamá,” I say, scrunching my face. She walks back to the door, and I go over to the TV and press the On button.

“Don’t stay up too late!”

“Oookay.”

“Y cierra la puerta,” Mamá says, closing the door behind her.

I do as Mamá says, locking the door by turning all three deadbolts to the right until I hear each click. After turning the doorknob, double-checking that everything is locked, I slowly walk down the hall to Mamá’s bedroom, where Amara sleeps peacefully in Mamá’s bed. She’s only three years younger than me, but I always check in on her a few times throughout the night when Mamá’s at work.

I lean against the door and watch her chest fill, then slowly release as she breathes. I bet she’s having the best dreams, without a care in the world.

I remember feeling like that. Back when Papá was still here. The four of us were happy in this one-bedroom apartment; we had fun. Papá and Mamá were happy, always hugging and kissing. On Friday nights, Papá would bring home a movie for us to watch on our VCR player and plates of arroz blanco con pescado that Señora María sold from her fourth-floor apartment. Papá would put his arm around Mamá as they sat on the sofa, sharing a blanket, while Amara and I watched the TV screen from our pillow fort on the floor.

That was when Papá worked part-time for the construction company but spent most of his time playing shortstop for his amateur baseball team. For as long as I can remember, becoming a professional baseball player was Papá’s dream. He always said he would be the next Rod Carew, a Black Panamanian who played Major League Baseball in the States. Out of the few other Panamanian baseball players who made it to the US major league, Papá talked about Carew the most because he’s been named Rookie of the Year and MVP. But Papá never made it that far.

I close the bedroom door so nothing I do wakes Amara. Back in the living room, I remove the cushions from the couch and pull up on the bar that lifts and unfolds my bed from inside the sofa. In the nearby hallway closet, I get down my pillow and blanket from the top shelf and then change into pajamas in the bathroom.

While squeezing toothpaste onto my toothbrush, I listen to the tap tap of water dripping from the leaking pipe in the corner. As I brush my teeth, I stare at myself in the mirror, and for the first time, I notice how much my face is changing.

The hair above my mouth is getting a little fuller, no longer the shadow it’s been for the last year and a half. And my chin and jawline suddenly seem sharper, strong like steel. I move closer to the mirror and run my fingertips over the tiny pimples that are now starting to cover my forehead and wonder what keeps making them pop up on my skin. I stare at my face like it’s the first time I’m seeing myself.

I’m starting to look more and more like Papá.

I’ve always looked like him, but something about right now, in this dim brownish-yellow bathroom light, I see it. And to be honest, I don’t like it.

I grip my chin and rub it a few times, turning my face from side to side. I don’t want to look like a man who lied and left his family.

I didn’t always feel this way about Papá. But everything changed two years ago. That was when Papá injured his knee while sliding into home plate. Months later, he was cut from the team. The same knee injury ended up getting him fired from his construction job too.

Time passed and Papá still couldn’t find work. He’d buy a newspaper every morning as we walked to school, and by the time I went to sleep that night, that same newspaper would be folded in half, sitting at the top of the trash can in the kitchen. Papá even considered joining the Panamá Defense Forces for the money. After what happened to the PDF during the invasion, I’m glad he didn’t do it. But if he had, maybe he wouldn’t have ended up abandoning us.

After months of folded newspapers, he slowly started introducing his plan to go to the States. Casually mentioning some guy he knew named Winston, who went there to work and sends money back here to his wife every two weeks. When Mamá folded her arms across her chest, I knew she didn’t like any of this Papá-going-to-the-States talk, but a papá going to the States and sending money back home happens all the time. The only thing is, some papás come back, and some don’t.

Now, I think Mamá was mad because she knew what would happen. She’s struggling daily to keep us in our apartment, feed us, and buy us clothes. I feel so bad for her. It always makes me wonder, was this Papá’s plan all along? This right here, Mamá still sharing her bed with Amara, working full-time—plus extra shifts to pay the bills—and me still sleeping in the living room, watching over Amara nearly every night alone.

After I finish up, I turn off the bathroom light and lay on my stomach on my sofa bed. I close my eyes, stretch my arm toward the floor, and slide my hand under the sofa. I pull out the one and only letter Papá sent me. Before he left, Papá explained that he could write us by sending letters to his cousin who lives in the Canal Zone and has a post office box. The plan was that whenever Papá wrote us, his cousin would drop the letters off to us.

And that’s exactly how it worked in the beginning. Papá would write Mamá and send a money order every month. He even called a few times. Amara would get to talk first about all her random kid stuff. Afterward, it was my turn.

Papá would ask how I was doing, if I was still the best player on my baseball team, and about my latest batting average and throwing speed. Then, we would move on to talk about how school was going. But our conversations were mostly about baseball. He never gave me a straight answer whenever I asked when he’d be back to visit or, better yet, back for good.

When it was Mamá’s turn, she’d take the phone down the hall to her room, the long cord dragging behind her, and they’d talk for a little. Once, after a call, I saw her come out of the room wiping tears away from her red, puffy eyes. I don’t know what they said, but after that, the calls, letters, and money slowed down and then stopped. Whenever I asked why Papá hadn’t called again, Mamá would make up an excuse or say he was working.

After months of not hearing from him, I came home from school on my birthday and an envelope addressed to me with a letter was lying on the sofa. The edges of that letter are now soft, no longer crisp like when I first got it. That’s because I read it every night before falling asleep.

Most nights, the paper absorbs my tears. Other nights, I have to uncrumple it after balling it up, ready to trash it. Last week, I decided to stop taking my feelings out on the letter because the paper would rip soon.

So now when I read it, I carefully slide the letter out of its envelope and slowly unfold it like it’s the first time.


June 4, 1989

Hijo,

¡Feliz cumpleaños! I miss you. I know it’s been a while since I wrote you, but I’m working hard to make things better for our family. I hope you’re doing well in school and helping your mamá around the house and with your hermana. As soon as I get settled in my own place and out of my friend’s house, I’ll send my phone number so you all can call me anytime you want.

I just saw that another Karate Kid movie is coming out. I plan for us to be together soon so we can see it at the Metro Theatre like we did the first two.

Te amo,

Tu papá

I pound my fist into my palm, thinking about how I believed him. How I told my best friend, Julian, I couldn’t see the movie with him and his papá because my papá would be back soon to take me. How I wrote Papá back, telling him how much I missed him and couldn’t wait for him to come back.

I never got a response to my letter. But that didn’t stop me. I wrote him two more times, telling him about the leaking pipe in the bathroom and how we can’t afford to get it fixed because Mamá doesn’t have extra money. Then I wrote another letter asking him to send us money because I was tired of having to eat bread and cheese sandwiches for dinner.

I never got a response to those either.

Then on January 3, I wrote him a fifth letter, my last one. When Noriega finally surrendered to the US military, I wanted Papá to know exactly what we went through. How I went to sleep on December 19 in my normal neighborhood and then a few hours later, I woke up to the sounds of machine guns, loud explosions, and flashing lights that colored our apartment walls red.

I told him about how our street looked when I was finally able to go outside, but it took me a while to find the words to explain it all. The easiest way for me to do it was to describe it as if an earthquake, tornado, and hurricane ravaged through all twelve blocks of Chorrillo, all at once.

But that letter is in my backpack. Because of all the destruction, Papá’s cousin still hasn’t been able to get over here to get it and mail it out.

Although I said I wouldn’t anymore, I ball up Papá’s only letter to me, tight like a baseball, and hop up from the sofa. After thinking again about everything that’s happened, tonight might be the night I actually toss this lie-filled letter into the trash.

Standing with my shoulders back and my eyes narrowed, as if I’m at home plate, I toss the letter up into the air and clasp my hands, swinging my arms out like a bat to hit it.

“What are you doing?”

I flinch, and the letter falls to the floor. I turn toward the hall and see Amara standing there, watching me.

“Just messing around,” I say.

“Can I try batting?” she asks.

“Sure, come on.” I’m really not in the mood for this, but I’m not telling her that I was trying to bat this letter out of my life and not playing for fun. “Stand over there,” I say, pointing to the wall by the TV.

Amara runs over in her long, oversize faded Barbie pajama shirt. After showing her how to make a pretend bat with her hands, just like Papá started doing with me when I was five, I bend down to her height and toss her the balled-up letter. Amara swings but misses. Not like me at all.

When I first started playing, I was hitting baseballs high into the sky and even got close to hitting one over the baseball field’s fence and down the street. At least that’s what Papá told me. And ever since that day, he and I went to the field to hit balls and practice pitching. Papá told everyone in the neighborhood that I played like someone who had been playing for years.

My mind slips into the past, and I clearly see Papá tossing a white plastic ball to me, and I’m swinging a stick wildly in a bunch of directions. A few years later, the same year that Papá was cut from his team, he gave me all his baseball gear and equipment—no more plastic balls for me. I’ve used that equipment ever since, in every game I’ve ever played in.

“Come on, let’s try again,” Amara says, bringing me back.

This time, she lightly hits the letter ball and runs around the living room with her arms in the air. Just like she’s seen me do when rounding bases on the field. I have a big smile on my face. Forgetting what time it is, she shouts, “I’m the best baseball player in the world!”

“Ssshhh, you’re going to wake up the whole building.”

She cups her mouth with her hand and giggles. “Can we play a real game tomorrow on the field?”

“Tío Beto has me playing in some charity baseball game tomorrow, but maybe after, I’ll toss you some real pitches.”

“When you quit your team, I thought you were done with baseball forever,” she says.

“So did I, but Tío Beto really wants me to play tomorrow. I guess because he’s coaching the team. And since it’s a one-time thing, I agreed,” I explain. “But it being a charity thing . . . I don’t like that.”

“That’s probably just the name of it,” Amara says.

“No, there’s actually some charity from the States that put the whole thing together,” I say. “They say it’s to give us Chorrillo kids a fun day after what we went through, but it just makes us sound like we need handouts and can’t do anything for ourselves.”

The look on Amara’s face tells me that what I’m saying is going over her head or that she’s not bothered.

“Didn’t Mamá mention anything to you? She switched her day shift to the night so she could take you. Besides a baseball game, there’s going to be other things going on too, with prizes and giveaways.”

“Sounds like fun,” she says.

“Yeah, tons,” I say under my breath. “Hey, you better go to sleep. It’s getting late.”

When she rushes off to the bedroom, I sit down on my sofa bed and hold my head in my palms. Having that moment with Amara was like some kind of out-of-body experience because I haven’t smiled like that while playing baseball since Papá left. I wonder if that’s how I will feel when I play tomorrow.

On second thought, probably not.

I stretch out onto the sofa bed and uncrumple the letter. Then push it back into its envelope, drop it to the ground, and slide it back under the sofa just as one of the walls in here makes a noise. I’ve been hearing it off and on for weeks now, usually only at night. Whenever I have Mamá come out here to hear it, nothing happens. But I know the sound well. It’s a faint creaking sound, or sometimes it’s a quick groan that sounds like the building is exhaling.

I rub my eyes and turn over to my side as the still very strange Friday-night quietness crawls all over my skin. I’m not sure what happened to Jimmy, the guy who ran the dance hall that used to be on the first floor of this building.

Before the invasion, that place was always packed with people. Even though it was loud, the music, laughter, and singing were calming. Throughout the years, I’d gotten so used to the thumping beats blasting into the window and rattling everything that used to hang on our walls. I could never fully fall asleep until I heard the loud voices of people singing one of my favorite songs. The lyrics and the sound of instruments, especially the accordion, are what lulled me to sleep that first month after Papá left.
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Chapter 2

Charity Game

“Wow,” Amara shouts, with her eyes and mouth wide open. “Look at this place! I want one of those big teddy bears. And some cotton candy. Oooh, and some caramel popcorn too.”

“Okay, okay,” Mamá says as we all walk up to the dirt area next to the baseball field, which now looks like a carnival.

It took us a while to walk here, but as we finally arrive, I see the long walk is going to be worth it for Amara. Me, on the other hand, I’m a little nervous about all of this. Today is the first time in a while that we will be outside for a long period of time. My mind knows nothing bad is going to happen again, but my body doesn’t seem to be getting the message.

“This place looks completely different from the last time I was over here,” Mamá says.

“Me and some of the other coaches in the area worked with We Care to make sure this area got cleaned up,” Tío Beto says, holding Tía Emilia’s hand and rubbing her big pregnant belly.

A few weeks ago, this place was a military parking lot. Humvees and tanks were lined up in rows on the baseball field. But today, a huge banner that says We Care hangs up high from two large poles and blows in the wind. Red, white, and blue balloons are tied to any and everything, game and food booths are spread out around the area, and there are people everywhere. Kids are running and screaming, while adults are smiling and laughing. I’ll admit, I do love seeing everyone happy, outside, and together again.

“What is We Care?” Amara asks.

“That’s the name of the organization that put this event together,” Tío says. I wish We Care cared about the rest of the neighborhood and cleaned it too. I lost count of the charred cars, piles of shrapnel, bullet holes and shells, and other random things that I saw on the walk over here.

“I’m going to head over to the baseball field and help get things ready for the big game,” Tío Beto says. “Danilo, I’ll see you in a bit.”

I nod at him as I see Julian and his parents walking over to us.

“Hey, what’s up?” I say to him as we give each other a pound with our fists.

Mamá and his mom, Señora Baez, hug, and immediately they, along with Tía Emilia, start talking about baby names.

The three of them go way back. Of course, Tía Emilia and Mamá are sisters, but Mamá and Señora Baez have been friends forever. They were both pregnant with Julian and me at the same time, but I’m older by two months. And because our moms have always been friends, Julian and I have always been friends. Sometimes I think of him as my brother, especially since neither of us has one. He’s an only child, and I only have Amara.

“Come on,” Amara says. “I want to play some games.”

“I’m craving a hot dog, fries, and a raspado,” Tía Emilia says.

“Danilo, why don’t you and Julian go with Amara? We will meet you at the field when it’s time for the game,” Mamá says.

“Okay,” I say, then the three of us kids go one way while the moms go another.

Amara runs ahead of us, straight to the ring toss booth. The lady working there hands her five yellow rings to toss and tells her that in order to win a big prize, she has to get all five around any of the different-size glass jugs. Amara bends her elbow, pulling a ring in close to her chest, then releases it like a Frisbee, but it misses the neck of the bottle.

“Awe, a little too hard,” the lady working the booth says. “Try again.”

“So, you ready to do this?” Julian asks as we stand off to the side, watching Amara.

“Do what?” I ask.

“That.” Julian points to the baseball field. I look over there and see some kids stretching and warming up. Tío Beto is putting the bases down on the field, while Señor Baez, Julian’s papá, is setting out some baseball bats. There are also other people setting things up, but it isn’t until I see Coach Cox that I think something might be up.

Coach Cox is a baseball recruiter from the States, who’s been here in Panamá off and on for years. He visits baseball teams and keeps an eye on players he feels are good enough to join his team at his training facility in some beach town in California. I first met him years ago when he used to watch Papá play, and then I started noticing him at my games. He’s standing off to the side, holding a clipboard and wearing his usual collared white button-down shirt and tan slacks.

I’m starting to think this is going to be a real game instead of the “just for fun” charity event Tío Beto described it to me as.

“I guess,” I say. “It’s no big deal. I’ll go out there, hit a few, catch a few, and win.” But it is a big deal, and not because Coach Cox is here. A few months ago, I sat Tío Beto and Mamá down and told them I didn’t want to play baseball anymore. Mamá was fine with my decision, but Tío Beto was beyond mad.

“You’re so good, Danilo. Don’t give up,” he said. But it was too late. Even though people say I have a natural talent, the only reason I enjoyed playing was because it was something Papá and I did together.

Baseball used to be fun when Papá was here. Since he’s been gone, my love for the game has slowly faded away. Now, baseball means nothing to me. So I have no idea how I’ll feel being back on the field again or how I’ll play today.

“You were so serious about never playing again, I never thought you’d agree to something like this,” Julian says.

“It doesn’t matter. It’s a one-time thing,” I say.

After three rounds of ring toss, Amara finally wins some keychain thing. It’s not the big stuffed teddy bear she wanted, but she’s happy to move on to something else. The three of us walk about, stopping at more game booths, then eventually make our way to where the hot dogs and hamburgers are being served.

While I inhale my burger, a man with a bullhorn comes walking through the area, announcing that all baseball players need to start heading over to the field. It’s another ten minutes before Julian and I get there, because Amara insisted she had to have a milkshake and some cookies before we left.

“Hurry up!” Tío Beto says as we get to the field. Amara runs off to Tía Emilia, who is sitting on the wooden bleachers, looking comfortable on top of a pillow. “Put these on over your tanks.” Tío hands us white T-shirts with yellow sleeves that have yellow single-digit numbers on the back. I’m number three; Julian is five.

After slipping the shirt over my head, I see some kids on the field in the same kind of shirts, but theirs are blue instead of yellow. These shirts are nothing close to the baseball uniform I’m used to wearing.

“Good luck, boys,” Señora Baez says as she and Mamá walk by with other people on their way to get seats to watch the game.

I smile at Mamá as they pass us. So much has changed in the last year, especially in the last few weeks, and Mamá has dealt with it all alone. I’m glad she gets to spend the day having fun with our friends and family.

I take a seat on the bench next to Julian and some other kids on my team as we wait for the game to start. And once we’re playing, it doesn’t take me long to slide into game mode. Before I know it, I’m playing like I never quit.

I thought this would be an easy win, since both teams are a mix of kids who know how to play, like me and Julian, and others who are just here for fun. But the score is now tied at three, and I am up to bat. It’s my turn to do what I’m used to doing: winning the game for my team.

I get up from the dark-brown wooden bench and wipe the back of my shorts off to make sure there aren’t any thin pieces of wood stuck to me.

“Heeeerrrrreee he comes, Danilo Leo Dasent Osorio!” the viejitos who would come to all my games shout as I put on a helmet and grab a bat.

The crowd is wildly loud. Everyone, and I mean everyone, is up on their feet with their arms in the air as they woo-hoo and shout. People have reacted this way to me since I played in my first Little League championship game. Today, everyone seems just as excited to see me play as the first time. When the crowd starts stomping their feet on the three rows of wooden bleachers, my shoulders tighten, and I freeze.

Tak-tak-tak-tak-tak.

It pounds in my eardrums and takes me back to the explosions that happened the night of the invasion. My first thought is to drop to the floor to dodge bullets or falling glass, but the loud shout of another “Daaaaanilo” brings me back to the present.

My new reality.

I close my eyes, release a slow breath, and remind myself that the banging-wood sound I hear is a good thing. It’s not the sound of homes and buildings being demolished by air strikes. It’s not the sound that jolted me out of my sleep almost a month ago.

I open my eyes and force my heartbeat back to normal.

At home plate, I hit the top of the bat down on it a few times, causing some dirt to puff up from the ground. I tune out the cheering crowd and especially Coach Cox.

I make eye contact with the pitcher, Willie, then I look out to his friend first baseman Fabian and try to keep my laugh to myself. These two have been testing me throughout the whole game. It’s what they did every time our teams played each other in the past.

The three of us grew up playing on the same team, but our rivalry—well, really their rivalry—started a few years ago when Tío Beto took over as coach. He built a new team around me and my talent, only allowing the best of the best to stay on the team. Willie and Fabian were not picked, and they have been mad at me ever since. And because we used to play together, they think they know all my moves. Today, they’re playing extra hard, showing off big-time because Coach Cox is here. I can tell they weren’t forced to play in this game like I was.

Sure, today’s game is for a “good” cause, as Mamá put it, but I could be home doing anything else. Instead, I’ve got Willie angrily staring me down from the pitcher’s mound because earlier I played center fielder and caught all his pop flies.

Now that I’m up to bat, he thinks he’s got me. Willie has no idea what I’m about to do, because I’ve been holding back on my batting all game, only hitting the ball hard enough to make it to first base safely.

As the fourth batter up, I’m the clean-up hitter with one job: bring everyone home so we win the game.

Mamá leads everyone in chanting my name: “Da-ni-lo, Da-ni-lo, Da-ni-lo.” I look over to the crowd and see my friends Emilio, Mike, and Tito also chanting. Even Coach Cox is shouting along. Of all my games that he’s been to, I’ve never seen him do anything other than watch and write on his clipboard.

I turn back to the field. Bases are loaded and Julian is on first. He knows what’s about to happen. I look into the eyes of the other two at second and third, and even though they don’t know me, they understand what I’m silently asking, so they each give me a head nod confirming they’re ready to round the bases and score as they cross home plate. It’s up to me to make that happen.

“Hijo, hit it out the park!” I hear Mamá shout. Somehow her voice manages to reach my ears clearly over all the cheering going on around her. I smile as I think about how she could be at home resting or napping before her shift tonight. But she’s here for me, and she’s the only reason why I’m still giving this my all right now. If playing in this game makes her happy, I’ll do my best for her.

Since there is no way I’m letting her down, I let my brain go somewhere I usually stop it from going, and I imagine myself as Papá. I think back to all the times I watched him play. Like him, I push the gum I’m chewing to the side of my mouth, between my cheek and teeth. I lower my eyelids and zero in on my prey, Willie.

Sweat rolls from under his hat, down the side of his cheek, and drops onto his blue-and-white shirt. I fix my eyes on his hand, where the ball is cradled, and everything else becomes blurry and out of focus, because nothing else matters right now.

I lift the bat with my moist hands, and it hovers over my right shoulder. I spread my legs so my feet line up with my shoulders, then bend my knees and calmly sway my body back and forth, shifting my weight. Just like I saw Papá do a million times.

Willie stands on the pitcher’s mound, eyeing me. If he thinks staring me down is supposed to scare me, he is dead wrong.

When he releases the ball, I swing with everything in me and hit the ball high into the sky toward the outfield. I take off running to first base, knowing I just hit a grand slam. When I get there, a bunch of blue-and-white shirts scramble near the back fence, looking for the ball. When I see their confused faces, I know I’ve done my job.

“¡Dale, dale, dale!” the crowd shouts as my teammates cross home plate.

While Julian is ahead of me on his way there, the other team finds the ball in the dirt, way beyond the baseball field’s fence, and I start jogging the rest of the way from base to base.

After I round third, I smile and pump my fist in the air, then jump onto home base with both feet. I run up to Tío Beto and wrap my arms around him. I have to be honest: this part I have missed. The happy faces, the cheers, winning, though none of it is enough to change my mind about playing on my team again.

“I knew you’d give it your all,” Tío Beto says. My team and the crowd run out to the field from the bleachers. People surround me as someone grabs my leg, and Tío Beto gets the other. Before I know it, I’m high up, looking down at a bunch of happy faces, chanting my name again.

Out of nowhere, from down below, I hear, “Hey, Danilo!”

And next to Tío Beto, where I expect him least to be, is Coach Cox. “How have you been?” he asks.


Quickly, I’m lowered to the ground. People circle around us and stare at Coach Cox like he’s a star. Everyone knows who he is.

“Good,” I say, shaking his outstretched hand.

“So, what do you think about how Danilo played today?” Tío Beto asks as he puts his arm around my shoulder.

“He played great. It was like watching your father play,” Coach Cox says to me. He means it like a compliment, but hearing that makes my stomach slowly churn. “Your natural abilities are incredible. In a few years, and with some formal training, you’d be a shoo-in for playing pro in the US.”

“I know you and I have had a few calls about how Danilo can improve his game,” Tío Beto says to Coach Cox. “Do you think the three of us can get together soon so you can give Danilo some pointers?”

“What are you doing?” I whisper to Tío Beto through my teeth.

“I might have a better opportunity for Danilo,” Coach Cox says, winking. “Thanks for inviting me out today, Beto. I saw some great stuff.”

That’s when it hits me. I look over at Tío Beto, and he smiles.

This was a set-up. Tío invited Coach Cox here today to see me play.

“I’ll be touch. It was good seeing you again, Danilo,” Coach Cox says.

“You too,” I can’t help but respond, while Coach Cox shakes my hand with a firm grip.

As soon as I can, I let go of his hand and run off to find my friends before Tío Beto finds another way to trick me back into baseball.







Chapter 3

Great Opportunity

A loud knock on the door shakes me awake. My eyes pop open and I gasp for air.

My first thought: not again.

I jump up from the sofa and look around. Everything looks exactly how it did when I went to sleep last night. Dropping my head, I let my body fall back down onto the sofa. Everything is okay.

When I finish digging the crust from the corners of my eyes, I slide my T-shirt over my head and down my body. Mamá drags her pink house shoes into the room, and I’m a little confused about when she got home. I must have been knocked out last night if I didn’t hear her come in.

“Mamá, you got off early?” I ask with a dry, groggy throat.

“Sí, I came in around four,” she says. “Our shipment didn’t arrive at the supermercado.”

Even though Mamá’s smiling while telling me all this, I know she hates it when her shifts get cut short, because it means less money for her paycheck.


The knocking on the door starts again, then turns into quick, rapid banging. Whoever it is, they better have a good reason for making all this noise at 7:30 a.m. on a Sunday.

“¡Ay! ¿Quién es?” Mamá shouts.

I press my left eye against the peephole and see Tío Beto’s fist raised, about to pound on the door again.

“Hold on,” I yell, unclicking the three deadbolts.

“You won’t believe who I just got off the phone with!” Tío Beto shouts, pushing the door open and flying through it with Tía Emilia waddling in behind him. “Guess!”

“Mi paaapááááá,” Amara shouts, running into the living room with the biggest smile. With a little twinkle in her eye, it’s like she’s looking at a Christmas tree, the one we never got last year, waiting for someone to tell her, Yes, you can open all the presents, or in this case, Yes, your papá did call.

“Lo siento, bebita,” Tío Beto says to Amara. My heart slowly sinks to my stomach as I watch Mamá hug her, then bend down a little to her. This has to be the millionth time that Mamá has had to explain to Amara, eye to eye, that no, Papá did not call or write.

In times like this, I wish my sister didn’t remember Papá. That way, she wouldn’t spend so much time wishing for him to call. It’s sad seeing her so hopeful, but I dread the day I’ll have to see her face when she finally realizes he’s not coming back, like I did a while ago.


After Mamá sends Amara back to the bedroom, Tío Beto turns to me, and the excitement he first had on his face is back. He drops down onto my sofa bed and stares at me. He must really want me to guess who he spoke
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